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Gov.  Oglesby  mansion  reminder  of  Decatur's  prominence  in  Lincoln  story 

By  MARY  TALLON  -  H&R  Staff  Writer 

DECATUR  -  In  the  painstakingly  refurbished  Oglesby  Mansion,  almost  lost  amid  the  lavish  Victorian-era 
interior  design,  ornate  wood  floors  and  intricate  furniture,  hangs  a  portrait  of  Abraham  Lincoln  on  the  second- 
floor  wall. 

The  picture  is  the  home's  only  visual  reminder  of  the  friendship  between  the  16th  president  and  the  home's 
former  owner,  Gov.  Richard  Oglesby,  but  the  self-made  men  shared  much  in  common. 

Both  rose  to  prominence  despite  little  formal  schooling  and  were  self-taught  lawyers.  Both  were  charismatic 
speakers  who  excelled  at  networking,  and  both  benefited  politically  from  the  other. 

Oglesby  is  credited  with  coining  the  slogan  "Abraham  Lincoln  -  the  Rail-Splitter  Candidate"  when  Illinois 
Republicans  gathered  in  Decatur  to  name  him  their  pick  for  president  in  1 860,  eventually  catapulting  him  to 
victory  in  the  national  election. 

Lincoln  repaid  the  political  favor  by  finding  Oglesby  a  job  in  his  administration  after  he  finished  serving  in  the 
Civil  War.  The  president  later  urged  Oglesby  to  run  for  Illinois  governor  in  1864,  and  that  year  both  men  won. 

When  the  president  was  killed,  Oglesby  raised  funds  for  the  construction  of  Lincoln's  tomb  and  spoke  at  its 
dedication. 

Local  tourism  boosters  and  mansion  volunteers  are  optimistic  that  getting  more  people  to  understand  Oglesby's 
connection  to  Lincoln,  and  all  Decatur's  Lincoln  connections,  could  increase  attendance  at  the  site  as  more 
tourists  pass  through  Central  Illinois  to  visit  the  year-old  Abraham  Lincoln  Presidential  Library  and  Museum. 

That  hope  was  the  impetus  for  the  decision  by  the  mansion's  board  to  increase  the  number  of  hours  the  entirely 
volunteer-run  site  is  open  this  summer  as  its  supporters  celebrate  the  30th  anniversary  of  the  home's  restoration. 

The  mansion  is  now  open  every  Wednesday  and  Saturday  through  August  from  1  to  4  p.m.  The  mansion  had 
only  been  open  on  the  last  Sunday  of  the  month  from  2  to  4  p.m. 

"The  mansion  is  a  major,  major  attraction,  but  you  can  only  be  an  attraction  if  you're  open,"  said  Denene 
Wilmeth,  executive  director  of  the  Decatur  Area  Convention  and  Visitors  Bureau. 

Wilmeth  said  she  hopes  visitors  take  advantage  of  the  mansion  enough  that  it  can  increase  its  hours  of  operation 
as  Decatur  officials  try  to  spotlight  the  area's  Lincoln  ties. 

Betty  Watkins,  president  of  the  mansion  board,  said  attendance  during  the  expanded  hours  hasn't  been 
overwhelming,  but  it  takes  time  for  people  to  notice  the  additional  hours.  She  said  it  is  likely  the  mansion  will 
discontinue  its  Wednesday  hours  when  summer  ends  but  may  keep  the  additional  Saturday  hours. 

"It's  been  slow,"  Watkins  said.  "I  mean  it  would  be  foolish  to  call  it  anything  else  when  we  were  open  nine  days 
in  June  and  altogether  we  had  52  (visitors)." 

She  said  the  mansion  has  a  more  difficult  time  operating  and  marketing  itself  than  sites  such  as  the  similar  David 
Davis  Mansion  in  Bloomington,  which  is  also  a  restored  home  of  a  Lincoln  friend.  Because  the  David  Davis 
Mansion  is  a  state  historic  site,  it  receives  government  support  and  can  hire  paid  staff. 

The  Oglesby  Mansion,  on  the  other  hand,  is  owned  by  the  Macon  County  Conservation  District  but  operated  by 
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volunteers  and  funded  through  donor  support. 

Officials  who  work  at  the  David  Davis  Mansion  said  they  have  been  able  to  increase  attendance  there  b\  about 
1  1  percent  by  changing  the  site's  focus  last  year  to  capitalize  on  the  Davis-Lincoln  connection. 

"What  we've  done  is  to  give  a  different  kind  of  look  at  Abraham  Lincoln  through  the  eyes  of  fairly  wealth) 
residents  of  Central  Illinois,  who  were  part  of  the  network  of  friends  who  helped  Lincoln  rise  to  the  political 
promise  he  achieved,"  said  Marcia  Young,  site  manager. 

Young  said  the  home  now  provides  more  than  just  a  display  of  what  homes  and  lives  of  that  time  period  were 
like,  but  also  gets  people  thinking  about  how  homes  and  lifestyles  affected  an  individual's  social  and  political 
success. 

Oglesby  Mansion  volunteers  hope  that  people  come  away  with  that  same  understanding  when  visiting  the  home 
and  considering  Oglesby's  varied  and  exciting  life  -  one  that  included  service  in  the  war  with  Mexico  and  the 
Civil  War,  success  in  the  California  gold  rush,  a  political  career  spanning  four  decades  and  friendships  \sith 
Lincoln  and  President  Ulysses  S.  Grant  of  Galena,  who  rose  to  prominence  as  a  Civil  War  general. 

"From  about  1 860  on,  for  the  rest  of  the  1 800s,  there  was  not  a  single  major  event  in  this  country  that  Oglesby 
was  not  consulted  on,"  said  Dick  Torgerson,  mansion  volunteer  and  Oglesby  impersonator. 

Mary  Tallon  can  be  reached  at  mtallon@herald-review.com  or  421-7984. 
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